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Oswald, King of Northumbria was a Saxon king as well as saint who’s rule lasted from 634-642 (or 641 depending on the year Bede was believed to have been referencing). He is credited as the king who brought Christianity to the previously pagan kingdom and is one of those responsible for the settling of the Lindisfarne. He was credited with the spreading of Christianity due to his connections with the monks on the Isle of Iona and his diplomatic relations among the clergy of multiple abbeys. His connections with Scotland, Ireland and other kingdoms throughout Britain would help his influence spread throughout. His right arm was his main saintly relic that defied decomposition and was said to be miraculously preserved. It was a sight for pilgrimage and would draw in Christians from all over to witness it. The arm itself and the silver casket that it was kept in are said to be lost now however the story surrounding the arm and Oswald himself have remained. 
Life of Oswald:
Oswald was born in the year 604 in the Kingdom of Deira in Northumbria to his father Æthelfrith and mother Acha of Deira, his father was the King of Bernicia and had conquered Deira to connect the two kingdoms that would eventually form the Kingdom of Northumbria. Æthelfrith had conquered Deira therefor uniting both Deira and Bernicia into what would later become known as the Kingdom of Northumbria. When his father died in 616 in the Battle of the River Idle, Acha’s brother Edwin was able to become king, forcing Oswald, his mother, and his brother Oswiu to flee to the kingdom of Dál Riata up in the north of Scotland. 
During Oswald’s exile in Dál Riata he was introduced to Christianity and eventually converted which would help him later down the line when becoming a king himself.[footnoteRef:1] During his exile he fought in many battles for Dál Riata and would eventually gained a reputation for his abilities in battle. After Oswald’s uncle Edwin was killed in battle by Cadwallon ap Cadfan, his brother Eanfrith assumed the throne, but his rule was short lived and only lasted a year, soon after Oswald would assume the throne and return to Northumbria after the Battle of Heavenfield where he defeated Cadwallon ap Cadfan.[footnoteRef:2] It is said that before the battle he erected a wooden cross and prayed ahead of the battle when the night before he’d had a vision of St Columba appear to him and said “Be strong and act manfully. Behold, I will be with thee. This coming night go out from your camp into battle, for the Lord has granted me that at this time your foes shall be put to flight and Cadwallon your enemy shall be delivered into your hands, and you shall return victorious after battle and reign happily.”[footnoteRef:3] It is believed that the prayer to St Columba secured his victory against the Welsh even though they were far outnumbered. After his victory Oswald would assume his rule of Bernicia and later also rule over Deira. While Northumbria was not united in Oswald’s lifetime he was one of the first kings in the area to unite the multiple kingdoms. He is referred to as an overlord and was said to have united the different groups of Britain under his rule. It is not known how far his lordship actually extended and isn’t likely that he was actually a king of all of England, but his influence spread far enough that he had the respect of most of Britain. His connections that he made during his exile with the Scots and Picts could have greatly helped him and also his faith uniting the previously pagan people under one religion and God. Bede mentions the divide by language and that he united the Britons, English, Picts, and Scots.[footnoteRef:4] He achieved most of his influential reach through diplomacy and alliances especially using the church and he did not achieve it necessarily though conquest. He most likely struggled when it came to his popularity south of the Humber, most notably with the Mercians. The Mercians had a pagan king who greatly opposed Christianity and was one of the last powerful pagan kings in Britain who would pose a threat to the spread of Christianity in the British Isles. Ultimately the king Penda would be the reason for his defeat. [1:   Collamati, Giovanni. 2022. ‘Saint King Oswald of Northumbria: Overlord or Imperator? A Very Peculiar Ancestor’, Royal Studies Journal, 9.2 (Winchester University Press): 182–93 <https://doi.org/10.21039/rsj.366>]  [2:  Adams, Max. 2013. The King in the North (Bloomsbury Publishing)]  [3:  Adamnan, Saint, and Richard Sharpe. 1995. Life of St Columba (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England ; New York: Penguin Books)]  [4:  Bede, The Venerable Saint. 1912. Ecclesiastical History of England. (London: Bell And Sons Ltd) ] 

In the last years of Oswald’s reign, he was engaged in conflict with the Mercians and their pagan king Penda which would eventually lead to the Battle of Maserfield where Penda killed Oswald bringing his 8 year reign to an end. His body was dismembered, and the parts were left on stakes. His arm was obviously the part of him taken and eventually ending up I the churches for worship of Oswald as a saint. His brother Oswiu would later recover these body parts for burial. It is reported that Oswald died praying for the lives of his soldiers and people but that is debated as even Bede could not confirm that it was true.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Bede, The Venerable Saint. 1912] 

Christianity:
Edwin had converted to Christianity before his death, but the spread of Christianity is credited mostly to Oswald through his alliances and diplomatic relations. The politics of the times were of course greatly influenced by faith and with Christianity being spread across Europe and slowly making its way through Britain would also help his influence outside of own kingdom. When he brough Aidan to help the spread of Christianity him and his fellow monks did not know the English language so Oswald’s knowledge of both English and Irish helped bridge the communication barrier when going though the towns and villages speaking to the local citizens.[footnoteRef:6] He is revered mostly as a martyr after his death in battle, but he was also known to be saintly as a king when he was alive. When Bede writes about Oswald he mentions his actions as a king that could be revered as saintly such as giving Aidan the island of the Lindisfarne and his actions towards the poor when most would have expected him to not show generosity towards the less fortunate.  [6:  Bede, The Venerable Saint. 1912 ] 

Oswald’s Right Arm:
After Oswald’s death he was venerated as a saint, and this was further proven in the writings of Bede. Saint Aidan who at the time was an Irish monk at the monastery on the Isle of Iona and would later be the first monk on the Lindisfarne. He was brought down to England after Oswald had claimed the throne since Oswald wanted to spread Christianity among the pagan communities.[footnoteRef:7] The story was that during a feast for Easter a servant came into the hall to inform Oswald that the poor were outside the castle begging for alms. Aidan did not expect the king to do anything, but Oswald ended up giving all of the food away to be distributed among the poor as well as having the silver plates and platters to be broken up and distributed equally as well.[footnoteRef:8] After that display of charity, Aidan touched his right arm and blessed it to never decay. After Oswald’s death the arm is said to have defied decomposition and was deemed a holy relic. Th remains of Oswald after his death had been moved multiple times, his brother Oswiu had retrieved them for burial and years later his nice would take them to Bardney Abbey in Lindsey where initially they refused to accept them since he was a man from elsewhere and had “ruled over them as foreign king”[footnoteRef:9] despite them knowing him to be a holy man. The arm itself was said to have ended up in Oswald’s fortress of Bamburgh and his head was said to be interred at Durham Cathedral.  Currently the arm and the silver casket it was said to be in are lost as they were apparently lost in the reformation with its last known location being with the monks at Peterborough Abbey.  [7:   Tristram, Kate. [n.d.]. ‘Saint Aidan of Lindisfarne’, Www.lindisfarne.org.uk <https://www.lindisfarne.org.uk/general/aidan.htm>]  [8:  ‘Saint Aidan and the Incorrupt Arm’. 2019. Bamburghbones.org <https://bamburghbones.org/saint-aidan-and-the-incorrupt-arm/> [accessed 3 November 2024]]  [9:  Bede, The Venerable Saint. 1912] 

The arm itself was said to be associated with healing miracles and became an object of pilgrimage. The arm was also not the only relic associated with St. Oswald and other parts of his body and his possessions were also considered to be of reliquary status. The arm however was the most famous being that it miraculously was preserved which people believed showed his holy status as a saint. The story of a bird dropping the arm at a tree and giving the tree new life and also a spring emerging from there is an example of a miracle performed with this relic to prove its holy status. The other parts of Oswald’s body, particularly his head, were buried and handled in a much more discreet manner whereas his arm was treated in a way to be the superior relic and was more widely known amongst the people. Pilgrimages were made to specifically see this arm wherever it had ended up at the time. 
When the arm originally showed up in Peterborough it had actually been stolen from Bamburgh by one of the monks there, but sources have justified this robbery stating that the king would have wanted to be venerated there as the clergy in Peterborough was deemed more versed in the Psalms. It was later stolen from Peterborough not long after the Norman conquest and ended up in Ramsey Abbey but was later returned after threats had been made to burn Ramsey to the ground should they not return it.[footnoteRef:10] There was another attempt to steal the arm when abbot William of Waterville was deposed of however he was unsuccessful. Allegedly King Stephen had come to view the arm, and it was even taken out of its casing and casket so that he was able to view the actual flesh itself. The arm was lost along with its silver casket during the Reformation and there is currently no known location where it could be. Gloucester claimed to be in possession of his left arm[footnoteRef:11] and even some of his hair but there aren’t any sources on whether that is confirmed. The arm was used for healing miracles and is mostly associated with that. [10:  ‘The Afterlife Adventures of King Oswald’s Corpse’. 2021. Bamburghbones.org <https://bamburghbones.org/of-ravens-and-relics-the-afterlife-adventures-of-king-oswalds-corpse/> [accessed 3 November 2024]]  [11:  The Afterlife Adventures of King Oswald’s Corpse’. 2021] 
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